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Brazil's army and military police continue to carry out joint operations in Rio de Janeiro's
shantytowns. It is not yet clear, however, if the operations which began last November to crack
down on rampant drug and arms trafficking in poor neighborhoods will have any lasting effect
on reducing delinquency in the shantytowns. Operacion Rio, which began just after the Nov. 15
presidential elections in Brazil (see NotiSur, 12/02/94), was originally authorized on Oct. 31 by
former president Itamar Franco and former Rio de Janeiro state governor Nilo Batista. Officials of
the former government claimed military intervention in the city of 9.5 million people was necessary
because Rio's violence was spiraling out of control and spilling out of the shantytowns, known
as favelas, into the center of the city and the beach areas. The violence was affecting the lucrative
tourism industry and increasingly endangering the lives of local residents. Military police say 11,000
people, 4,400 of them heavily armed, are involved in Rio's drug rings that each week distribute 1,300
kg. of cocaine.
Distribution and consumption of drugs is the major cause of the urban violence plaguing Brazil's
major cities, and fighting between rival drug gangs has escalated in recent weeks, strengthening
support for military intervention. The government says that Operation Rio has specifically
attempted to target the country's drug kingpins who are allegedly responsible for the increase in
narcotics trafficking throughout Brazil. The entire campaign, however, was only supposed to last
approximately six weeks, concluding by the end of 1994. Nevertheless, on Jan. 3, just two days after
taking office, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso and the new governor of Rio de Janeiro state,
Marcello Alencar, agreed to extend the operation.
Now, two months after it began, the "war" continues with no end in sight. Favela residents say
the raids have made little difference in the crime bosses' activities, or in the police corruption that
goes hand in hand with organized crime in the favelas. Three separate police forces operate in
Rio the military police, federal police, and civilian police in addition to the army. Most complaints
of corruption are against the civilian police. Moreover, church and human rights workers have
criticized the use of military personnel in internal law and order operations, and they have accused
security forces of abusive behavior during some of the raids in the favelas. However, police and
military authorities claim that the operations have reduced crime and that assaults against tourists
have fallen by 50% since the military operations began.
On Jan. 10, a massive operation began in nine favelas in northern Rio, after a new outbreak of
fighting between rival gangs. Tanks and armored trucks blocked the entrances to the favelas, while
helicopters whirred overhead. During the three-day operation, 4,000 troops carried out raids on
the hillsides, home to about 250,000 people. Then on Jan. 14, the troops began to pull out. Many
residents said as soon as the troops left, illegal activities quickly resumed. Most sweeps through the
favelas have been joint army- military police operations. However, on Jan. 18, the military police
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carried out their first Operacion Rio campaign without army participation, entering the favela of
Providencia, located between the docks and the city's center. The police said they arrested several
wanted drug traffickers, but came up empty handed in their search for large caches of drugs or
weapons.
"The hiding places were emptied before we got there," said Capt. Beltrami, in charge of the
operation. Many military officers, including Military Police Special Operations Battalion (BOPE)
director Col. Paulo Cesar de Oliveira, complain that their job is hampered by the extensive civilian
police corruption and extortion networks in the favelas that dot the city. And, during the past
five years, 12,000 people have been killed by "extermination squads," often comprising off-duty
police, who prey on street people. As a step toward professionalizing the Rio police forces, on
Jan. 13 the city government announced it would loan US$57 million to the state government to
provide new equipment and training for the civilian and military police. The money will come from
city pension funds and will be repaid over the next five years, according to the mayor. "Since the
federal government's budget is set, and public security is our number one priority, I decided to
invest city resources in re-equipping the police," said Rio mayor Cesar Maia. (Source: United Press
International, 12/30/94; Inter Press Service, 01/12/95; Agence France-Presse, 12/27/94, 12/28/94,
01/02/95, 01/07-09/95, 01/13/95, 01/18/95)
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